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was like “One of the fucked up things is that y’all on the left are super inaccessible 
and super closed off, and super critical of everybody. But those guys in the right, 
they like anybody, and anybody that has any wack ass ideas, they’re all like “Yeah, 
come hang out,” and they’re growing in this way that we’re not. And we really need 
to think about what are we doing to grow as a movement to really challenge the far 
right. I don’t have any answers there. At this point, my faith is in the youth.
 My book is like my report, like this is what we saw, what’s going on here, 
please take this and run with it and figure out what we gotta do. We are failing. 
My generation has failed to provide a truly effective confrontation to this situa-
tion within the United States. I implore older people, if you’re older than 30, and 
you don’t have mentors younger than 30, you’re probably a fool. That’s where this 
is gonna go, we need to start listening to what young people are thinking, what 
they’re gonna start proposing, what they’re gonna look at, how they’re processing 
information, and what type of proposals they’re gonna have. We need to provide 
them with the tools of what we’ve been able to see, so they can effectively challenge 
this.

TFSR:  Well, thank you so much, Simón for having this conversation. I’ll 
put in the show notes where folks can get the book. Are there any places 
you’re blogging right now or are you working on other projects or ways 
that they can– I guess you’ve got a website if you want to name that?

SS:  Yeah, the weaponsdrugsmoney.org is where you can get the book. We’re 
gonna be like I said, publishing chapter by chapter once a month on El Enemigo 
Común. The book has been translated into Italian and Spanish, and we’re about 
to get French going. It’s gonna start moving all over the place. In the United States, 
Spanish and English are available on the website, and institutional copies for aca-
demic institutions, for higher learning institutions, go along with the PDF so that 
students can get the PDF for free. I don’t want students to have to pay for the 
book, but I do want academic institutions to pay an extra fee for it. We’re trying to 
get those out there. They’re starting to move little by little. You can find Weapons, 
Drugs, and Money on Facebook, and Instagram, and communicate with me there.

TFSR:  Awesome. Thanks a lot for having the chat. I really appreciate it.

SS:  Thank you so much for your time. Thank you so much for your work. I really 
appreciate the platform.

TFSR:  It’s my pleasure.
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easy. When I go to the States, it’s so scary. If we did this, we did this ad hoc, probably 
not very scientific analysis about how effective has the far-right been at construct-
ing grassroots community-based self-determination, self-defense, and autonomy in 
comparison to the left in the United States. And the number disparity is absolute-
ly astonishing. We figure there are probably a good 10 million white supremacists 
who are stockpiling food and weapons have safe houses and are preparing for a 
super frightening situation. And when you look at us, the numbers are pretty low. 
The only thing I can say is that positive there is, though they do seem to have some 
unity on certain points, then they end up eating each other alive. Over time, we’ve 
seen the different immigrant-hunting organizations, they have had pedophilia ex-
posed and some kids shot them dead. And they have all this stuff that demonstrates 
they’re not really as united as you. But still, 10 million is a lot of people. And I don’t 
feel that people are taking that seriously enough.
 I don’t feel like people are considering what we’re confronting. We’re con-
fronting a global movement towards far-right fascism. The way things are going is 
that the for-profit industries and  nation states that we are talking about as criminals, 
are every day becoming less interested in continuing the theater of false democracy 
and social responsibility, and very much so willing to enter into political, economic, 
and military fascism to obtain their goals. The day that Trump won the election I 
took screenshots. There’s an article on El Enemigo Común. It’s called The Face of 
Neoliberal Fascism. I took screenshots of the US stock market and looked at the 
weapons industry, pharmaceuticals, real estate, banking, just the cream of the crop, 
and everything skyrocketed that day. The entire economic apparatus was like “Yes, 
this is what we need. We need to have free rein to do whatever they want. And this 
didn’t give it to us.: Clearly, as things progressed, people were like “Wait, wait, wait, 
this guy’s kind of over the top.” But the attitude behind it is that. 
 One. Two, people need to stop having this idea that the far right is some 
hillbilly in Alabama. We learned in 2016 that is tech bros, that is gamers, that is 
dudes with $100,000-200,000 a year salaries and good jobs and college educations. 
And they’re being like, “Hey, I am interested in my self-preservation. I’m interest-
ed in my self-determination, and my community’s autonomy, all the while having 
these anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist undertones to their argumentation, that is le-
gitimized when they look at things like the Democratic Party, or anything that is 
“liberal” in the United States. None of that stuff is confronting the nation-state or 
transnational corporations or the US political economy in any real effective way. It’s 
further legitimizing the US military-political economy by participating in it. But I 
feel like it’s really easy for the far right to point at liberals and the left as a legitimiz-
ing force of wealth and power inside of the US military political economy, as op-
posed to anything that is confronting the true corrupt nature of our government. 
 One. Two, this young woman, a friend of mine’s daughter, the other day 
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TFSR:  Would you please introduce yourself with your name, gender pro-
nouns, and any affiliations that you’d to share with the audience? 

Simón Sedillo: Sure. My name is Simón Sedillo, he/him/they. I am the author of 
Weapons, Drugs, and Money. I’m a professional partner with the Earlham College 
Border Studies Program out of Tucson, Arizona. I am a community rights defense 
organizer. I also write investigative articles and research about geopolitics and po-
litical economy in Mexico and the United States. I teach geopolitics and political 
economy across the United States at universities and high schools, and I have done 
so for the last 15 years. And I’m also a Kru in Muay Thai, so I teach Muay Thai as 
well. 

TFSR:  Cool. And I use he/him pronouns and I go by Bursts. I forget to 
say that a lot during the interviews and it feels interrogative if I’m just like 
“What’s your pronoun?”
 Could you share a bit about how you got involved in political activ-
ism as well as journalism? 

SS:  Sure, I was born into Earth radicalized and politicized. My identity is compli-
cated. While I’m in France, people ask me, “What are you?” I’m saying that I’m 
Mexican. That’s the easiest thing. But it’s much more complex than that. I was 
born in the so-called state of New Mexico. And I am of indigenous descent. And 
those of us from where I’m from, are starting to identify ourselves as Genizaros. 
A lot of us are taking on that identity, some people have taken it on for a while. 
And Genizaros basically means that we’re descendants of native peoples who were 
enslaved in that region.
As Mexicans, we often use the word mestizo to talk about ourselves, but mestizo is 
just a pretty way of saying colonial rape. My identity is very much so attached to the 
colonial rape that occurred in the state of Mexico, both on my mom’s side and my 
dad’s side. That’s very much part of me, part of my physical, emotional, intellectu-
al, and spiritual identity, and has definitely informed and contributed to the rage 
that I carry on this earth how I walk, and the purpose that I have behind everything 
that I do. At a core, I have an ancestral trauma, an ancestral medicine that I carry 
with me as I move forward, and all the work that I do. My book is very much so 
attached to that. And my work is very much so attached to that.
 As I move forward in life, I’m just another criminalized youth of color 
who at one point, very early on in my adolescence, was very aware of the fact that I 
wasn’t nearly as criminal as systems of oppression, as governments, as transnational 
corporations, as financial institutions. This was something that very early on, I was 
super affected by, and I was fortunate enough to have two different things happen 
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in early or later adolescence a homeless man I used to kick it with handed me Noam 
Chomsky’s Manufacturing Consent. And that definitely helped me gain some lan-
guage for what I was feeling naturally. In 1994, when I was 18, about to become 
19, the Zapatista National Liberation uprising in Chiapas, Mexico completely and 
radically changed my perspective my focus, and my future from that moment for-
ward. That’s the root of what I did. In the United States, in addition to going into 
protests and kicking it with youth organizers and communities of color, one of 
the activities that I’m most engaged with that contributed to my getting into doc-
umentary video was CopWatch. CopWatch was always at the forefront of things 
that I did before anything else.
 Later on, at that time I was 23-24, we have had the experience of Indyme-
dia. I’m a poster child of Indymedia in the sense that Indymedia activists saw the 
work that I was doing, and gave me access to computers and hard drives and camer-
as and resources to be able to go do a lot more than I probably would have ever been 
able to do on my own without their support. In the end, it was the media activists 
across the United States who uplifted me to get into touring and giving talks and 
presentations. And I don’t know how the hell it happened. But all of a sudden, 
from those tours, I started teaching political economy and geopolitics based on my 
lived experiences and documentary films. And I just never stopped after that. 

TFSR:  It’s cool to think about the Indymedia connection right there that 
that was bringing you into documentary filmmaking and these other media 
things. Also, there’s no way to disconnect that from the legacy, the impro-
visation, and the revolutionary manner in which the EZLN came out to 
the world and engaged in their own counter-information infrastructure. 
That’s cool to see that coming back around. 

SS:  Yeah, and a lot of people don’t know. But some of the old heads from Indy-
media made sure to remind people that Indymedia was a proposal of the EZLN in 
1996. It was the EZLN who proposed that we start doing things like Indymedia. 
And in 1999, at the World Trade Organization protests in Seattle was the birth of 
Indymedia in response to that call from the EZLN. So we’re all connected to that. 

TFSR:  That’s awesome. Cool. I didn’t know that. Thanks for making that 
connection. I just intuited. 

SS:  It was actually directly connected, a call from the separatists to do so. We did.

TFSR:  Well, so you were involved in a writing and documentation proj-
ect with comrades that we in Northern California were reading during the 
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have allowed the banking industry and the pharmaceutical industry to get away 
with the type of criminal– In the case of the banking industry, the laundering ac-
tivity. In the case of the pharmaceutical industry, the influx of addictive substances 
into the United States population. I talked about this in the book, that the Mexican 
cartels are now producing pill-form opioids to compete against the pharmaceutical 
industry. That’s the point we’re at now.
 The pharmaceutical industry straight up stole DEA officials who were in 
charge of investigating the pharmaceutical industry and hired them to work for 
them. We don’t even talk about narco governance. And yet we can talk about narco 
governance in Mexico and talk about the corruption and I can tell you, we are at the 
point where you don’t know if political power, business elite power, or narco pow-
er is more powerful than the other. My conclusion is it’s about the same because it 
varies from place to place, but they have about the same amount of power across 
the board and it overlaps and that’s clear. And I don’t write about that because 
all you have to do is Google stuff and watch a Netflix series and most of it is legit. 
That’s how it is. But that’s not really the bigger deal. The bigger deal is the narco 
governance within this supposed official admin empire, the official US government 
apparatus. 
 The corruption between the pharmaceutical industry, the banking indus-
try, and US legislative bodies is so overwhelming and so responsible for the opioid 
epidemic, so responsible for allowing narco activity to continue to go on in Mexico, 
so responsible for the for-profit weapons industry, the prison industrial complex, 
all these different things that are just criminal at their core, that I don’t really think 
anything else is so important to talk about anymore. Cartels are fucking horrible. 
Yeah, they do horrible things. But at the end of the day, when you have this so-called 
legitimate system that facilitates and profits and regenerates all that violence, that’s 
where our focus should be. And that’s where we need to start turning our heads in 
talking about de-legitimizing the nation-state in and of itself, its financial institu-
tions, and transnational corporations. From there, we may get somewhere where 
we can break this down enough to where we can hope to generate some real global 
liberation that includes Palestinian liberation. That’s my hope.

TFSR:  Most of the listening audiences are in the US, and most of the radio 
stations that it plays on are all in the US. I wonder if you have any sugges-
tions of practices and actions of solidarity concerning the impacts of the 
US border, arming and training of paramilitaries or official forces, and US 
economic policy towards those impacts [on] people south of the Rio Grande 
that you’d suggest listeners consider engaging in or learning more about?

SS:  I fear free all, and I hate to do that, I hate to put that out there. It’s not that 
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“They are too powerful to be locked up.” At that time, the Attorney General was 
Eric Holder. This was all under the Obama administration, which is always interest-
ing to point out because people are like “Oh, Obama was great. Trump is-” Obama 
was whack. And his Attorney General was whack. Both Eric Holder and Lanny 
Breuer used to work for Covington & Burling, but this is a law firm that specifically 
defends banks from money laundering charges. And then they started to work for 
the Justice Department. And then they both went back to work for the law firm 
before the deferred prosecution agreement was done with HSBC. Anyway, that to 
me is a revolving door and that is incredible. HSBC received a $1.9 billion fine. Five 
and a half years or five years of independent monitoring. The independent mon-
itor released– somehow we were able to get a little bit of the report on the fourth 
year, and he was like “Yo, nothing’s changed.” In the fifth year when the report was 
supposed to be made public, the Obama ministration suppressed the release of the 
report citing that it would expose vulnerabilities and they were not able to expose a 
whole system of corruption so it has never been released. The law journalists from 
BuzzFeed that did the last FOIA request for it were denied. Actually, it’s never been 
released. 17 banks that have multiple different prosecution agreements for continu-
ing to launder cartel money. And to me, this exposes just a huge hole in this entire 
system. To me, this is one of the things that makes nation-states illegitimate, in and 
of themselves. And that’s what I’ve been touring about right now in February – the 
nation-state is illegitimate. We didn’t stop even considering nation-states legitimate 
at all. There are maybe 200+ nation-states in the world, and there are over 5,000 
stateless nations in the world, like Palestine, that are being targeted and slowly an-
nihilated by these 250 criminal nation-states around the world. And this type of 
activity is to me what most exposes criminality and illegitimacy.
 When it comes to the pharmaceutical industry, just to get to the part of 
your question: I didn’t know that the pharmaceutical industry was the largest lob-
by out of all industries. I would have come for weapons or oil, the pharmaceutical 
industry is four times as big on lobbying than the weapons industry, and two times 
bigger than the oil industry. And these guys! At the time that I wrote the book, 
I was like “Why don’t we have a Netflix show on it?” And finally, Netflix did do 
some shows. But of course, the Netflix mini-series and movies that have come out 
about pharmaceutical, the Sackler family, Purdue Pharma, and they did one on 
Inys. What’s his name? John Kapoor… He was the only pharmaceutical CEO of 
color. Of course, he did time. I can’t remember his name. But they make it out like 
these isolated-

TFSR:  The bad apples.

SS:  But at the end of the day, it is the whole system. The amount of legislators that 
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Oaxaca uprising in 2006. I wonder if you could speak a bit about El Enemi-
go Común. What it was or what it is? Just a bit about its shape.

SS:  For sure. El Enemigo Común originally was my first feature-length documen-
tary film, which you can find just by typing that in YouTube. In 2004, I was filming 
and had a lot of footage put together but hadn’t finished yet. But we hosted the 
first national Indymedia conference in Austin, Texas. When I say we, I mean Austin 
Indymedia, we hosted it. And I was really just on the sidelines, offering support. 
Though I was doing a lot of work, I really wasn’t trying to get involved. But then 
as the conference grew, and we started to see all these people, folks told me I should 
present some of the stuff that you’re doing, I was already going to Oaxaca, already 
been getting in trouble doing video work. And that’s where I met all these Indy-
media activists who were like “Oh, you gotta, get out there. You got to do stuff.” 
And then my friends in Austin were like “Yeah, man, you gotta get out there and 
finish this work and go.” That was really motivating for me to finish the film El 
Enemigo Común, and I went on my first tour in 2005, where I met for the first 
time somebody who you might know, Bradley Allen, who was he’s the main tech 
guy for Indybay and IndyUSA and participated in global Indymedia. And he was 
like “Man, you need a website.” So he made El Enemigo Común for the film tour.
 Little did we know that El Enemigo Común, which came out in 2005, 
would basically predict the 2006 uprising and point eyes towards Ulises Ruiz Ortiz, 
the governor of Oaxaca, who was responsible for the repression in Oaxaca city that 
detonated the uprising there. And then that turned into something much larger 
than the film. From that moment forward, we started using the website to upload 
independent reporting that we’re doing from Mexico to the website, and then it 
just grew into the largest comprehensive bilingual website reporting on stuff from 
southern Mexico. More recently, there are a lot better folks doing the work. Maybe 
three years ago, we stopped publishing and I focused more on writing the book 
and we just stopped doing it because we saw that Oaxacans were doing that work 
at a level that was far more advanced than we could ever do. I want to shout out 
to Avispa Midia, who is now continuing to do that work, and they’re out there 
doing it. We’re pointing all eyes toward them, but we hope to wrap up the whole 
El Enemigo Común process and start publishing chapter by chapter of the book 
on there. And then just wrap it up with that and archive the website so people have 
access to it. But we don’t suspect that we’ll continue to be publishing reporting on 
that website. But we did for many, many years and did a lot, a lot of really good and 
powerful work.

TFSR:  That’s cool to hear about that part that that website, the film, and 
everything played in that ecosystem. I didn’t know about the Avispa con-
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nection, but I love seeing their reporting. It’s incredible.
So now, talking about Weapons, Drugs, and Money, about the book. Could 
you talk a bit about what you were aiming to do with the book, what needs 
you were looking to supplement, and who your intended audience was?

SS:  For sure. The book, at its heart, comes from that adolescent, angry, criminal-
ized youth perspective of like there are really much more important criminals to be 
looking at. And from my experience from CopWatch, and then starting to travel 
early on to Oaxaca, and starting to do really what became military watch, and later 
involved into paramilitary watch. This turned into a 23-year endeavor of just docu-
menting atrocities and the connection of US intelligence and military influence to 
those atrocities in Mexico. That became my work through investigative articles re-
search and publications and documentary films. Also, along the way, doing cultural 
things, music, and community-based organizing things, I always had that focus on 
connecting repression back to the United States Empire. The book is about those 
23 years of doing the work, of being in the places, of seeing things, and connecting 
dots to 1) really demystify this whole concept of neoliberalism in a way that makes 
it more accessible to non-academic, non-activist, non-intellectual communities 
that need accessible analysis to confront neoliberalism and militarism in that way. 
And then 2) to put out some very clear examples of community-based liberation 
movements for self-determination, self-defense, and autonomy. Those are the pur-
poses of the book.

TFSR:  And you mentioned who the audience is, it’s people that need to 
hear that information and that are going to be able to take activity, take 
that run with it, work with it, build off of it...

SS:  Yeah, the book right now is primarily being sold to US universities, and now 
incredibly sold to us high schools, libraries, and departments are purchasing it and 
using it for their courses. But for me, more importantly, community organizers are 
buying it and using it and using it as a roadmap for critical analysis, de-intellectual-
ization of some of these more complicated concepts, and then a roadmap towards 
liberation. 

TFSR:  That side of it, that’s really cool that it’s getting into high schools 
and colleges, just to counter the push against “critical race theory” that 
the more reactionary elements of the US political establishment have been 
pushing for in the last couple years, pulling back the veil and calling im-
perialism imperialism, instead of saying that “this is our destiny as white 
people” or whatever. 
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TFSR:  One of the riveting parts for me were the chapters laying out the or-
igins and implications of what you termed the “pharmafia” and the “bank-
sters”. And their lack of oversight by the lawyers and politicians, filling the 
government seats in Mexico, the US, and elsewhere. In particular, it wasn’t 
mentioned in there, but some of the corruption scandals around HSBC re-
ally came about at the same time as the housing crisis was hitting a lot of 
North America, too, due to the banks overleveraging… I don’t even under-
stand the math of it. But financializing the housing markets and specifically 
throwing borrowers of color under the bus and then getting written off by 
the government. But I wonder if you could talk a little bit about that cor-
ruption in the industries and the impunity when it comes to government 
with that.

SS:  Let me start with what you mentioned about the housing. I actually have a 
chapter that was gonna go into that, and I just didn’t feel it was complete enough, 
and it veered a little bit. But one of the things that is super important to know is 
that there was a Justice Department official at some point, I believe it might have 
even been Lanny Breuer who did a talk on the HSBC case, he was prosecuting 
the HSBC case, that said that the 2008 financial crisis was cushioned by a lot of 
this cartel money in the banking industry. What is super important for people to 
understand is that cartel money – and this is also from the Justice Department – 
three-quarters of cartel money ends up in banks, in major international banks, US 
banks. And many of these banks have been busted for just allowing this to happen. 
They receive what are known as deferred prosecution agreements, where nobody 
gets busted, and they pay a fine and this all gets swept under the carpet and contin-
ues to function exactly the way it has always functioned.
 The HSBC case is super important. I put the entire deferred prosecution 
agreement in there and reorganized it because it’s so important for people to see 
how profound and clear the complicity of bank executives was in this case. And I 
threw in there, that there were all sorts of money laundering organizations, and the 
government is always talking about busting these money laundering organizations. 
You’re talking about $2 million-$3 million from some group of cholos, or Chinese 
restaurant owners that did some money laundering, maybe even under duress. But 
we’re talking about hundreds of millions, in some cases, a couple of trillion dollars 
of laundered money in these financial institutions and nobody got locked up.
 The HSBC case in 2012 the Justice Department was able to prove that 
HSBC executives, both at the International and the US offices, were aware of what 
was going on. This is published in the New York Times and Salon magazine. And 
one point, the New York Times is the one that asked Lanny Breuer, “So you bust 
the bankers, somebody’s gotta get locked up.” And Lanny Breuer was straight up: 
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there one way or another. I haven’t had a platform where I felt like I could put that 
in there. But it’s important.

TFSR:  Yeah. And even not having an answer. The asking of the question is 
good, it’s not gonna get answered if people aren’t asking it.
 One question that I did have, that ties into that is Mexico is like-
ly surpassed only by Palestine in how dangerous it is for journalists. And 
journalism, we have to admit, if you have the idea of a population know-
ing what’s going on, you have to have concerted efforts to find out, to get 
that information out. It’s a core to being able to popularly organize. I don’t 
know if like you’d to speak a bit about the importance of independent jour-
nalism in Mexico, and the danger that it poses to the impunity of the state 
and capital there. And also, maybe, if there are any other projects, besides 
Avispa that you want to shout out that are doing a good job, that people 
should pay attention to.

SS:  Right now, it’s all Avispa. I would point at them more than anybody else. I love 
their work. I have a personal relationship with them. Right now is a particularly 
complicated moment, because we have this supposed leftist president who turns 
out as an evangelical Christian and is far more neoliberal and has effectively milita-
rized the Mexican state much better than the National Action Party or the Institu-
tional Revolutionary Party were ever able to do under the guise of this supposedly 
leftist agenda. And it’s absolutely frightening.
 There are soldiers, and the new military police, known as the Guardia Na-
cional, the National Guard, is everywhere. And under this leftist president, the gen-
eral in charge of the Guardia Nacional, General Bucio is a graduate of the US Army 
School of the Americas, too. And that’s where we’re at. 
 We’re in a situation where I fear for independent journalists, I fear for jour-
nalists in general. Fortunately, the homies are good, they know how to move. They 
don’t have kids, not having kids is key, things change when you have kids. And they 
see, they know when it’s time to bust a move when it’s time to go under or when 
I started to pop up, how to hide their identities and things like that, and they do 
their work good, but I’m always going to be concerned for their safety and their 
well-being under these conditions.
 That said, the work that they’re doing is super powerful and super import-
ant and needs to be shouted out. And if you see a donate button on their website, if 
you see any way to support them, I don’t know if they’ve done anything out there 
for that, please support Avispa Midia, I would support them above anybody else 
right now.
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SS:  Yeah, absolutely. It’s pretty incredible. I’m expecting probably some blowback 
at some point, as we move forward. At some point, I’m expecting more blowback, I 
haven’t really gotten any just yet, but I expect it’ll come at some point. 

TFSR:  It’s good to be prepared.
 I wonder if you could remind listeners a bit about just the relation-
ship between the US and Mexico, in particular, between the ruling classes 
of the two countries. Obviously, there’s an unequal military relationship 
historically and colonization that’s occurred from the US into Mexico. But 
what I’m getting at with this question is by pointing to the ruling class-
es, there is a degree of complicity among some of the more powerful elites 
within both countries, specifically. If you could talk about how that has 
shaped where Mexico is at right now?

SS:  For sure. It’s interesting because people will say that Mexico has always man-
aged to retain its sovereignty in the face of US imperialism, and they cite that there 
are no US military bases in Mexico. The book argues that after the Monroe Doc-
trine, US military and intelligence intervention in Mexico has been constant and 
ruthless. I say that the Dirty War era that specialists identify as existing from the 
1960s to the 1980s, actually began pre-Cold War in Mexico in 1947 with the CIA’s 
creation of the federal defense secretariat, which was an anti-communist CIA-type 
organization within the Mexican military intelligence apparatus, and has contin-
ued to this very day. That has never ended. The Dirty War that the United States 
has waged against dissidents, social activists, community organizers, and from my 
perspective, more specifically, indigenous communities struggling for self-determi-
nation, self-defense, and autonomy… That war has been ongoing. We have a tre-
mendous amount of declassified information that exposes things that are beyond 
the irrefutable.
 One of the things that I talked about in the book is the Tlatelolco massacre 
in 1968. Well, the Mexican President and the Secretary of Defense, major generals, 
and directors of the federal defense secretariat were all working as paid CIA agents 
during the time of that massacre. This level of US intervention, covert US interven-
tion into Mexican sovereignty is so overwhelming that at the end of the day, what 
we can say is that the Mexican military is a paramilitary of the US military-industrial 
complex in Mexico and carries out a certain level of atrocity that the US can then 
say, “Well, Mexico has its sovereignty, they’re doing their own thing. We’re not in-
volved.” But at the end of the day, it is clearly a US political, economic, and military 
agenda that sets the goals for what is going on one way or another. And this is all, 
of course, attached to the interests of transnational corporations, extractive indus-
tries, financial institutions, and again, the military-industrial complex. 
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TFSR:  Yeah, it was incredible in there to see the receipts. I was like “Oh, 
really?” I had to look it up in a couple of places elsewhere and didn’t do a 
bunch of deep dives, or whatever. However, it was clearly documented in 
articles that there is declassified information connecting them to the CIA.

SS:  And one of the things I always tell people from back in the day, when I start-
ed doing the work to collect these things, if you ever do this work, make sure you 
download the PDFs because a lot of stuff is gone. A lot of those documents are 
not where I found them back in the day. And I just started downloading the PDFs 
many, many years ago. And now it’s all there, compiled in that book. 

TFSR:  Obviously, you said Monroe Doctrine. And we could unpack that 
a little bit if we wanted to, but also the US intervening in other countries 
under the rubric of anti-communism, which during that period was synon-
ymous with denying national liberation struggles or indigenous sovereign-
ty struggles? 

SS:  Absolutely. What I always say is it had nothing to do with anti-communism, 
it had to do with pro-US political economic, and military interests more than 
anything. Anybody that even remotely challenged those interests, anybody that 
remotely organized and opposed them. At the end of the day, those interests are 
the military-political economy of white male supremacy. Anybody that specifically 
challenges, opposes, and worse, provides an effective alternative to contributing to 
the military-political economy of white male supremacy is considered a military 
target. And that’s what we saw going on more than communism. And that’s why I 
say it’s ongoing because back then the excuse was communism, that has excuse later 
evolved into terrorism, and now has evolved into the narco. But what we’re seeing 
is that those are all excuses to specifically target communities who are struggling for 
grassroots community liberation.

TFSR:  Well put. The first time that I heard the term neoliberalism, it was 
about a critique by the Zapatista movement. But it’s a word that I feel gets 
bandied about without a good definition sometimes. I wonder if you could 
give us your working definition of the term, and some of the institutions 
associated with the framework. 

SS:  One of the things I’m proudest about what the book has done up to date, right 
now, since its release, is that I get constant feedback from university professors that 
say, “Finally, I have a book that I can give to my students, and it’s not a bunch of 
information that I have to synthesize to them, this is something that they can read 
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that down. That level of resistance is incredible. It’s historic. And then in Cherán 
Michoacán, a P’urhépecha community that rose up against the narco government, 
we’re talking about a 25,000-person community that has now prohibited electoral 
politics in the community, has banned institutional forms of governance, has done 
their best to return to traditional forms of self-governance, took away the cops’ 
weapons, still hold those weapons, still have their own community-based policing 
and forest patrol. Thousands of people put their lives on the line gets the goods.
 And that’s what it is. Now, obviously, we’re in a situation where with Pal-
estine, where we do have thousands of people that are willing to die, and they’re 
being killed. And nothing is happening to end that. We’re all being exposed as a 
sham. Our humanity is being exposed as a farce. None of us is radical enough or 
powerful enough to do anything in this situation. And I don’t have an answer for 
that. But the examples that I give in Mexico were able to effectively put their lives 
on the line and effect radical change.
 But I want to be honest and be like “I’m in tears. I’m... I have to bow my 
head. I have to bow my head in shame. Because I don’t know what I could do to 
contribute to Palestinian liberation in the face of the genocide that we’re seeing 
right now.” I haven’t really had a platform to talk about that in any way. I haven’t 
really had the space. I don’t really consider myself knowledgeable enough or valid 
enough. I feel like scum over that. And I don’t know what to do. But it’s important 
to point out that what I’m saying is definitely contradicted by that situation. And 
we need to really re-evaluate absolutely everything that we’re doing as organizers, 
as resistors, as radicals, as academics, as activists, as a community, as humans in the 
face of what we’re seeing happen there. But I do think that we can draw from these 
experiences and think about what possibilities can look like. And when it comes to 
liberation in an urban setting in the United States or in other places in the world, 
we can think about– I always talk to my students in the United States and I say, 
“You all live in a prison of your own comfort.” One of the main ways that we’re 
controlled is through comfort. I am not talking about people willing to risk their 
lives, in the Global North, people aren’t really willing to risk the hot water, the 
AC, their jobs, their cars, their flat screens, their bongs, or their kicks, or all these 
different things that make life so comfortable. And we’re being held in a prison of 
that comfort. And now is a supercritical moment in the face of what we’re seeing to 
begin to talk about how are we going to get more uncomfortable.
 We have to really start to ask ourselves, what are we willing to risk and 
sacrifice to contribute to global liberation? And that includes Palestinian libera-
tion, that includes liberation for all the people that are confronting the global mili-
tary-industrial complex, the US monetary hegemony, all these powerful things that 
are clearly willing to annihilate us for their political, economic, and military agenda.
 Hope I didn’t veer too much there. I think it’s important to put that in 
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There are a lot of inspiring stories that you share of indigenous-led libera-
tion movements, past and ongoing in Mexico, in the book. Many listeners 
obviously will have heard about the Zapatistas, we’ve been referring to a 
few times. But I wonder if you could speak a bit about some of the other 
examples that you bring up. And some of the wisdom that can be gleaned 
for land defense and community liberation struggles elsewhere, particularly 
for racialized and marginalized and indigenous communities.

SS:  For sure. There are four situations that I look at: obviously, the Zapatista Na-
tional Liberation, and the Oaxacan People’s Popular Assembly during the uprising 
in Oaxaca City in 2006. Before that, the National Autonomous University student 
strikes in 1999, which was instrumental to all my political education because I went 
there, as that was happening and they’re the ones I met in Oaxaca and showed me 
everything that I learned to do the things that I’m doing to this day. And then the 
last one is the P’urhépecha municipality of Cherán in Michoacán, which rose up 
against narco governments effectively in 2011 and has been an ongoing communal, 
self-governing project that is super effective and has been doing very well. Really 
out of those, the native ones are Cherán and Oaxaca.
 Oaxaca is a city, but it’s a very native city. A lot of natives in Oaxaca would 
not consider themselves native because they live in a state where you go up in the 
mountains and people are native. But the reality is that they’re more and more na-
tive than most places. Oaxaca City is probably one of the most native cities in the 
hemisphere. And the influence of traditional forms of self-governance influenced 
that uprising in a super powerful way. And that’s super important to point out 
what I focused on in the book more than anything was all the layers of repression 
that the state government had to do to confront it. There were so many layers of 
not just urban youth paramilitaries, paramilitary death squads, military, and police 
doing illegal drive-bys – every possible tool of repression that was available to the 
state was used. And that’s what had to happen.
 What I learned from this, even before seeing what we saw in Cherán, which 
just reinforces the idea, is that the greatest form of political power is not any polit-
ical power or any political party, or any politician or any platform or reform. It is 
thousands of people willing to risk everything to affect change. You have thousands 
of people who are willing to die, and that makes radical change. That’s what the 
Zapatistas did. That’s what the Oaxcan People’s Popular Assembly did. Though, 
it wasn’t completely effective in kicking out the governor, making any long-term 
radical change, what they were able to do, taking over an 800,000-person city for 
six months and holding it for six months, and then forcing this level of multi-lay-
ered repression to be used to shut it down over six months. And then finally, a 
federal military police force was bought in and it took them two months to shut 
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that is accessible to them to understand these concepts that are extremely compli-
cated.” Neoliberalism is just the most current incarnation of capitalist imperialism, 
which are also two words that people like to throw around without really digesting. 
All we’re saying is the taking of land, labor, and resources by force for profit.
 What I did, in particular, with my definition of neoliberalism, with, of 
course, the help of the Zapatista analysis was to add the militarism component. 
People tend to focus on the political and economic that is the money and power 
behind how neoliberalism works. But if you don’t talk about the military strategies 
employed to enforce those strategies for political and economic power, then you 
have an incomplete definition. My working definition that has been entering and 
being circulated around academic institutions in the United States over the last 
couple of years, since even before the book was published, is that neoliberalism is 
a military political economy, that prioritizes the interests of transnational corpo-
rations and financial institutions over the basic rights of communities. Now, that 
has also evolved into not just a military political economy, but – with what we wit-
nessed in Chiapas, Oaxaca, and Guerrero – a paramilitary political economy. And 
now more recently, and more clearly, a narco-paramilitary political economy, that 
has these specific interests in mind more than anything: extracted resources and 
for-profit weapons proliferation? That’s in a nutshell, my definition, I don’t feel it 
needs to get more complicated than that.
 A lot of the literature that is out there, a lot of the academics that talk 
about this stuff, I feel they over-intellectualize and make it significantly more in-
accessible for people to even try to digest and really go through some of this stuff. 
But it’s not that complicated. What is complicated and what the book helps with 
is identifying characters, and agents of neoliberalism, if you will. I broaden our 
understanding of the industrial complex and not just talk about the prison indus-
trial complex, not just talk about the military-industrial complex, but talk about all 
of these different industries that participate as industrial complexes in complicity 
with legislative bodies, in complicity with financial institutions, in complicity with 
criminal activity that is profitable to the US. More recently, one of the things that 
differentiates neoliberalism from other incarnations of capitalist imperialism is that 
neoliberalism has always fronted like it’s seeking out democracy, it’s seeking out 
social responsibility, and that’s the whole lie. You can’t take people’s land, labor, 
and resources by force for profit in a socially responsible or democratic way. And 
that, in a nutshell, is the difference between neoliberalism and other incarnations 
of capitalist imperialism. Fortunately, that veil is clearly completely falling to the 
wayside, not just what we’re seeing happening in Palestine, but what we’ve been 
seeing happening all around the world consistently over the last 40 years. They’re 
no longer able to keep this facade that has anything to do with democracy and social 
responsibility and that is still dog-eat-dog capitalist imperialism. “Take whatever 
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you can take, however you can take it.” And for me, this is how organized crime 
feeds into it so effectively. Organized crime is to neoliberalism what war was to cap-
italist imperialism. And that’s what we’re experiencing in Mexico today. Does that 
make sense?

TFSR:  Yeah. That’s a really good way of putting it. Instead of necessarily 
just foreign military invasion coming in, it can be state actors or para-state 
actors, whether they’re narco or narco-adjacent, going in and displacing a 
community so that foreign corporations can come in, and there’s no resis-
tance to them. Depopulating a forest for instance. 

SS:  Absolutely. That’s it in a nutshell. 

TFSR:  It’s very well put throughout the book as well.
 One thing that I didn’t ask here that I think this would be a good 
place is for us old heads who were up during the alter-globalization period, 
the Bretton Woods organizations are going to stick in their head as tools 
for the international imposition of neoliberal structures. And it’s good to 
name those organizations, like the World Trade Organization, the World 
Bank, the IMF, the International Monetary Fund, which are continuing to 
force neoliberal structures into places. The Zapatistas rose up in part in op-
position specifically to NAFTA and the changes in the constitutional laws, 
or the ignoring of constitutional laws, protecting communal lands. I guess, 
in the last couple of years, the Mexican legal system has been somewhat 
shifting internally towards a model that is more corresponding to the US 
individual and property-focused legal system. I wonder if you could talk a 
little bit about not only the military displacement immediately but also the 
legal, primitive accumulation that’s happening in Mexico? 

SS:  For sure. It’s multifaceted. It’s it has a lot of different layers. NAFTA did a lot 
of different things. We could spend weeks just talking about NAFTA, it’s a huge 
document, and it had a huge impact. But there are three things that I feel that iden-
tify in the book that are key. 
 First, NAFTA forced the revocation of Article 27 of the Mexican Consti-
tution, which granted Mexico’s indigenous people communal property ownership 
over their collective lands, which made it so that their lands couldn’t be sold as indi-
vidual parcels. NAFTA made it... “Hey, we should really cut this up into individual 
parcels.” The same thing happened in the 1850s-1890s in the United States, with 
the Dawes Act. Parceling up native lands so that it’s a lot harder for Native people 
to stay cohesive and control their territory and be able to resist. The good news is 
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find work? Work is with the military at this point.” And it’s been an issue. There are 
plenty of badass radical geographers who have been on board, continue to support 
my work, and continue to confront this issue. And still, to this day, I get emails 
from geographers who are like “Hey, I got offered this job and I started to ask ques-
tions and it was another fucking military mapping job, and thanks for your work. I 
didn’t take it. I didn’t get duped!”
 This was the smoking gun. At the end of all this talk, we can say. A lot of 
people were like “This is conspiratorial.” Well, no. The this this was a fact, this was 
happening. This was intentional. And this was what their philosophy was. And 
that was fully exposed. It’s important to say that this all was detonated at the same 
time as the 2006 Oaxaca uprising. The importance of traditional forms of self-gov-
ernance and land tenure in being viable methods of confronting the neoliberal mil-
itary political economy were considered so viable that the US military was involved. 
At one point I shared this with guerrilleros from the community uprising against 
narco governance in Cherán in Michoacán and some of the Guardabosques (Forest 
Defenders) started to cry because they were like “Man, we’re being targeted by the 
US military apparatus.” And at the time, their commanding officer was like “Hey, 
man, I don’t know why you’re crying. If we’re being targeted by them, it’s because 
we’re badass. And that is what you need to take away from this.” And that’s true. 
At the end of the day, it was all very true. What people are doing is and continues to 
be the most effective way to confront these strategies of neoliberal military political 
economy in Mexico. Does that answer that?
 To me, that’s probably one of the most important things that I ever did. 
And also, got me the most political blowback and threats and harassment from 
both the US government and the Mexican government in all of this work. My fam-
ily was threatened, and I was followed. People’s cars got ransacked, and houses that 
I stayed at in Lawrence, Kansas, while confronting the graduate students. Over the 
top things happened during that time. I haven’t had issues like that since, but at 
that time, that was the peak of the type of harassment that I ever received for the 
work that I did.

TFSR:  That’s super scary, especially because you were literally uncovering 
this genocidal pattern of ongoing settler colonialism, or just colonialism, 
the tip of the spear, pointing that out. That’s definitely going to put a spot-
light on you.

SS:  It sure did. JTTF [Joint Terrorism Task Force] went and threatened my par-
ents. It was rough.

TFSR:  Don’t mess with academics, I’m telling you.
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hy, together with a group of graduate students from Kansas University. And they 
went to San Luis Potosí and Oaxaca, and into native communities and lied to them, 
and said that they wanted to do a participatory mapping project with them to help 
them defend their communities against neoliberalism. All the time, with this DoD 
funding. Well, we put two and two together, and we’re able to... We were scared 
when this was going on because it was hard to figure out where it was going on and 
how. Oddly enough, it was going on with people that we knew but had no idea 
what was going on. Some people at one point saw a Foreign Military Studies Office 
logo on weather maps that were originally presented, and then they removed that. 
So other people never saw that again, so it was a question that came up, but people 
didn’t follow up on it.
 Eventually, we were able to track where the mapping was going on. And 
the mapping was going on in communities that were unarmed, not engaging in any 
guerilla activity or anything that. But communities that were practicing traditional 
forms of collective or communal land tenure, and traditional forms of self-gover-
nance. And they were being targeted. Well, Jeffrey Demarest published a series of 
articles and books publicly about his thoughts on this. And basically what Jeffrey 
Demarest says is that communal property ownership leads to insurgency and crim-
inality, and the only solution is privatization. We proved irrefutably that there was 
a US military counterinsurgency strategy being carried out in Oaxaca, targeting 
Native communities who practice traditional forms of land tenure and self-gov-
ernance, which is at the core of Native survival. So this was a strategy of genocide 
that was exposed. And we got them kicked out. Communities came together, they 
found out, boom. We organized, we shut that down, they got kicked out, I spent 
the following four years hunting down the grad students who participated unwit-
tingly and finding each and every single one and making them cry in public presen-
tations that I did at Kansas University, showing them what had happened.
 Like I said, this had already happened in anthropology, and the Ameri-
can Association of Anthropologists did, at one point, make a public ban on this 
type of activity and called it an ethics violation. And we’re like “We can’t support 
this.” Jerome Dobson from Kansas University was about to become the president 
of the American Association of Geographers. He was already the president of the 
American Geographical Society, which was already an elitist organization, but the 
American Association of Geographers is an academic, more popular thing. He was 
about to become the president, was a shoo-in, and we were able to shut him down. 
Just killed it for him. He got called in by his internal review board, he said he was 
going on sabbatical, and then that he wanted to go work directly with the State 
Department. His academic career was over. That all happened quietly. They’re out 
there, still doing this work. The American Association of Geographers has still to 
this day yet not said anything. Because geographers are like “Where are we going to 
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that this has been highly ineffective. The bad news is that the response to its ineffec-
tiveness has been the creation of more paramilitary and narco-paramilitary activity. 
That has been the response and that’s what we’re going through now. The Zapatis-
tas are just in the last decade really starting to confront more narco-paramilitarism 
than any other form of state-sponsored violence against them.
 Second, NAFTA allowed for the introduction of US agribusiness corn 
into the Mexican market, which is an interesting question. Mesoamerican native 
people basically invented corn, there was no need for US corn. It was a staple crop 
for subsistence survival and organizing in Mexico. The question is here how did 
the US make it for US corn to be even marketable in this environment? Well, the 
US government subsidized US corn to be sold at a cheaper price to undercut the 
Mexican campesinos corn. This was a direct attack on indigenous forms of self-sub-
sistence. This is one of the things that the Zapatistas were like “This is a death sen-
tence for us” between the privatization of Creole lands, introduction of US corn, 
and now of course that has turned into the introduction of several different crops, 
not just corn. 
 The 3rd thing I talked about in terms of NAFTA is this Chapter 11 stip-
ulation. Chapter 11 in the document basically says that transnational corporations 
who invest in At that point, it didn’t matter if it was Mexico, the United States, 
or Canada, but a transnational corporation had an investment for, let’s say, an ex-
tractive activity that could create an environmental situation or a labor situation. 
If anybody tried to stop that transnational corporation from carrying out their 
profitable activity, that transnational corporation could sue, including suing fed-
eral governments. Who heard these cases was a NAFTA tribunal. Oddly enough, 
it was the Trump administration that was like “Wait, we need to opt out of this.” 
And they did, they brought up and they have now this new iteration of the same 
agreement where Canada has completely opted out of Chapter 11, and the United 
States has opted out of most of what could be damaging to its territory. But Mexico 
has continued to be forced to adhere to Chapter 11. And this is the thing, basically a 
contract that subverts national sovereignty. And in doing so that specifically targets 
native communities. Today, we are now in a situation where we have an industrial 
corridor being imposed by a supposed leftist Mexican federal government that has 
for-profit contracts being carried out by the Mexican military to impose this indus-
trial corridor. And this is all legal under that framework. Those three things set up 
a situation where there was no way to confront this other [than] through direct 
action. The Zapatista response and the response of other community-based organi-
zations that have either chosen to take an armed or an unarmed route, but a more 
direct action route to this have been the only things that have not been affected. 
Does that answer your question?
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TFSR:  Yeah, absolutely.
 I wonder if you could talk about some of the throughlines that your 
book broke down between neoliberal policy and its ideological and violent 
imposition via US arms, military, and enforcement agencies and their prox-
ies in Mexico. Can you talk a little more about the CIA-DFS connections or 
how the School of the Americas, currently called WHINSEC, fits in there? 
And the one part that I’m really excited to hear about is what you were 
talking about during the training, specifically focusing on counterinsur-
gency and privatization of land?

SS:  There’s a lot here. I’ll talk about the School of the Americas and I’ll go directly 
to that from that.
 The US Army School of the Americas, for folks that don’t know, is re-
sponsible for atrocities throughout Latin America. Virtually every single dictator, 
except Augusto Pinochet in Chile, was trained at the US Army School of the Amer-
icas. His DINA agents known as his Gestapo, were mostly trained at the US Army 
School of the Americas. In terms of Mexico, we have a list of more than 1700 Mex-
ican military personnel trained at the US Army School of the Americas from 1955 
to 2003. The names from 2003 forward have never been released. The last time 
activists made a major push with US legislators to try to get those names released, it 
was actually the Obama administration that suppressed the release of those names. 
And the thing is that as we move forward, we uncover more and more names of 
Mexican officials trained at the US Army School of the Americas. 
 Specifically with NAFTA, there’s a situation that is so clear. One year after 
the Zapatista uprising in 1995, a John Hopkins University expert by the name of 
Riordan Roett released this memo to investors from the Chase Manhattan group 
that have invested in the North American Free Trade Agreement. He specifically 
talks about the Zapatistas as a threat, and he says, “I don’t really think they’re a 
threat, but investors do consider them a threat.” And in his memo, he’s like “We re-
ally think the Mexican federal government should eliminate the Zapatistas.” Those 
are his words.
 At this time there was a transition in the Mexican government from Pres-
ident Carlos Salinas de Gortari to Ernesto Zedillo. There was actually an assassina-
tion of a Mexican presidential candidate in there that we don’t need to go into. But 
Ernesto Zedillo sees this memo and he’s like “Okay, we need to do something.” He 
activates this Mexican general by the name of Jose Ruben Rivas Peña, who is a US 
Army School of the Americas graduate and is the creator of most of the paramil-
itary organizations that were used against the Zapatistas during this time. So the 
Mexican military offensive turns into this paramilitary offensive to create deniable 
atrocities to erode the separatist support base.
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 This is a point at which we see what we’re seeing now – a series of differ-
ent strategies to carry out deniable atrocities against anything and anybody who’s 
considered a threat to the US neoliberal military political economy in Mexico. We 
have to understand that farmworkers, students, Native people, Central American 
immigrants, teachers: all these sectors of society are already considered disposable. 
There are disposable variables in this economic equation. If any one of these sectors 
successfully organizes alternatives or challenges to white male Christian neoliberal 
military political economy, then they’re considered a military target. That’s what 
we’re experiencing now – huge swaths of society being considered military targets. 
 That’s pretty heavy to be declaring without some concrete evidence, with-
out something else to back it up. Most of us know that most Mexicans who are 
involved in anything know this. But that’s pretty hard to say without something 
more concrete. Well, at the end of 2006-2007, I went to give a presentation of a doc-
umentary film at Kansas University in Lawrence, Kansas. Randomly a good friend 
of mine was in grad school there and she invited me to give this talk. And when I 
went there, she showed me “Hey, look, the local university newspaper is publishing 
this article that says our geography department here at Kansas University received a 
$500,000 grant from the Department of Defense to map communally-held indige-
nous lands in San Luis Potosí and Oaxaca, Mexico. We’re like “This is it.” 
 And a whole large group of us dove into that. And we found out that this 
project is a military mapping project called Mexico Indigene, the Mexican incarna-
tion of it. In the United States, it was called the Bowman Expeditions. It was run 
by the head of the geography department. His name is Jerome Dobson. Now, side-
note, the anthropology department at Kansas University has Felix Moss, and most 
people don’t know who Felix Moss was. But Felix Moss was the author of the hu-
man terrain mapping systems that the US military was engaging in during the wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. They already had this precedent. Well, Jerome Dobson 
basically decided he wanted to do this for geography. The idea was that they were 
going to work with the US military to begin mapping these lands in collaboration 
with the Department of Defense. The Department of Defense official involved in 
this is a lieutenant colonel by the name of Jeffrey Demarest. Jeffrey Demarest was 
at the time working at Fort Leavenworth in Kansas, and he was a senior analyst 
with the Foreign Military Studies Office. They’ve changed their mission statement, 
because back then we published it. At the time the Foreign Military Studies Office’s 
main mission statement was that they focused on asymmetric and emerging threats 
to US political and economic interests, asymmetric are armed criminal organiza-
tions, and guerrilla movements, but emerging threats are very clearly social move-
ments. So, this guy Jeffrey Demarest, is also a US Army School of the Americas 
graduate, and he’s one of the authors of Plan Columbia in Columbia. He worked 
with Professor Jerome Dobson and another underling by the name of Peter Herli-


